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While a growing body of literature exists on the history of Chinese settlement 
in Australia, which include several oral histories with Chinese Australians1, a 
significant gap of knowledge still exists regarding the everyday lives of 
Chinese growing up in Australia.  What sort of issues did young Chinese 
Australians2 encounter?  How did they deal with these issues?  In what way 
did these issues impact on their emerging identities and identifications? 
 
This paper discusses these questions in relation to growing up in the 1920s 
and 1930s.  As the ideas presented in this paper represent work-in-progress3, 
they are not exhaustive or conclusive.   Nevertheless they highlight some of 
the issues facing Chinese children as they essentially grew up within two 
different worlds. 
 
At the most fundamental level, growing up within two different worlds 
necessitated the crossing of borders between two cultural domains, namely 
the Chinese domain of the home and the predominantly Anglo-Australian 
domain of the mainstream.  In the process of border-crossing however, 
young Chinese Australians also encountered the boundaries of race, gender, 
and class.  Negotiating these boundaries and learning how to act and function 
in two different cultural domains, consequently had a profound effect on the 
way in which the identities of young Chinese Australians developed and 
emerged. 
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My approach to identity formation, and the use of concepts such as partial 
and multiple identities and hybridity, has been influenced by well-known 
academics in the field of cultural studies such as Stuart Hall, Paul Gilroy, Homi 
Bhabha and James Clifford.4  The notion that identity is not fixed and static 
but rather is fluid and changeable, contingent and indeterminate, is useful in 
exploring the nature of identity formation amongst young Chinese Australians 
as it acknowledges difference and diversity.5  Concepts such as hybridity and 
multiple identifications are also significant in that they open up space for the 
creation of new combinatory cultural forms, for instance Chinese Australian, 
Chinese American, or Chinese Malaysian.6 James Clifford’s use of the 
metaphors of travel and migration to explain these notions is particularly 
helpful, as it relates to the concept of cultural border-crossing.7  Clifford 
suggests that this movement across cultural borders is not linear, or 
unidirectional (comprising movement solely towards and into the dominant 
society), but rather is multi-directional, involving continuous movement to and 
fro, back and forth across cultural domains.  This concept challenges previous 
studies on assimilation, which tend to evaluate ‘successful’ assimilation only in 
terms of integration into the dominant society.8  It also challenges previously 
popular theories, which suggested that children from ethnic minority groups 
are stuck between cultures and endure a state of ‘identity crisis’.9  Current 
identity theories such as those enunciated by Bhabha, Hall, and Clifford on 
the other hand, acknowledge agency of the individual in the construction of 
identity, and create space for partial and multiple identifications.10 
 
By applying the concept of border crossing to an investigation of issues facing 
young Chinese Australians during the 1920s and 1930s, it is possible to 
identify where the boundaries lay; issues relating to access and closure; 
strategies which enabled the negotiation of these barriers; and the impact of 
these factors on the collective and individual identities of young Chinese 
Australians.  
 
 
 
 3
The Boundaries 
For children growing up in traditional Chinese homes in the 1920s and 1930s, 
the most distinct boundary they had to negotiate lay in the cultural border 
between the private domain of the home and the public domain of 
mainstream Australian society.  For those living in areas where there was a 
significant Chinese population, such as Darwin, or Sydney’s Chinatown, the 
boundary would have included a broader Chinese domain. 
 
The extent to which Chinese traditions were celebrated in the home differed 
from family to family.  This often depended on whether parents were first or 
second generation, and how much contact Chinese children had with their 
grandparents.  For those whose parents or grandparents were first generation 
immigrants, it was usually necessary to speak Chinese in order to 
communicate.  Within the home, Chinese children were also accustomed to 
eating Chinese food, and observed traditional festivals such as Chinese New 
Year, Qing Ming11, and the August Moon Festival.  They were also taught to 
observe traditional Chinese norms and values such as maintaining kinship 
ties, honouring ancestors, and showing filial respect to elders.12  
Consequently, subject to the perception of mainstream Australian society of 
the time, which regarded Chinese practices to be foreign and alien, Chinese 
were regarded with great curiosity by Anglo-Australians on account of being 
racially and ethnically ‘different’. 
 
The Borders of Racial and Ethnic Difference 
The borders of racial and ethnic difference clearly demarcated the boundary 
between the Chinese and Anglo-Australian domain.  During the 1920s and 
1930s these borders were reinforced by immigration restrictions and 
discriminatory regulations designed to ‘wall out’ the Chinese from Australian 
social and economic life.13  They were also designed with the specific 
intention of preventing Chinese families from becoming established in 
Australia.14  Prejudice and racial discrimination within the Anglo-Australian 
community reinforced these borders. 
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In the 1920s and 1930s, the boundaries of racial and ethnic difference were 
constructed on the basis of social discourse, in which non-whites were 
deemed to be racially and biologically inferior to whites.15  Popular images 
and stereotypes of Chinese as sneaky, dirty, and disease-ridden16 
undoubtedly influenced the way in which Chinese children were viewed by 
many Anglo-Australians.  Due to physical features, which differentiated 
Chinese children from their Anglo-Australian peers, Chinese children were 
highly visible.  Consequent to being perceived as being ‘different’ from the 
‘norm’, they were often singled out and became subjected to ridicule, 
bullying, and harassment, particularly at school. 
 
Ellen Cramond (nee Ah Toy) was born in 1911 in Mount Diamond in the 
Northern Territory.  Ellen recalls her teacher’s sister making her two Western 
style dresses to replace the Chinese clothes she wore to school, so she 
wouldn’t get teased by the other children.  She also recalls how her teacher 
allowed the Chinese children to leave school early so they could avoid being 
beaten up by the white boys.  There were occasions when they could not get 
away in time however and suffered the consequences.  One day it was 
discovered that her brothers had started paying the troublemakers not to beat 
them up.  This came to light when some of the tins in which their parents 
kept their hard-earned savings were found to be empty.  After experiencing 
problems with one of the teachers, who caned the Chinese boys excessively, 
Ellen’s brothers were eventually removed from the school.  They later went to 
a school for part-Aboriginal children where it appears they fared much 
better.17 
 
The degree to which Chinese children were accepted or marginalised by the 
local community in which they lived differed from region to region.  For 
although the borders of race and ethnicity existed throughout Australia in the 
1920s and 1930s, the permeability of these borders did vary.  In general, the 
degree to which these borders were fixed or permeable, depended on how 
significant the Chinese presence was in the area; the size of other ethnic 
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groups in the area; and the degree of social interaction between these groups 
and the Anglo-Australian community.18 
 
Shirley Fitzgerald’s work on Sydney’s Chinese community reveals that due to 
the size of the Chinese community in Sydney, and the range of Chinese goods 
and services available, the Sydney Chinese were generally self-supporting and 
existed independent of the Anglo-Australian community.19  The borders 
between the Chinese and mainstream Australian communities in Sydney were 
therefore quite strong as there was little social interaction.  In Irene Moss’s 
recollections of growing up in Dixon Street in the 1950s, she recalls even then 
that she rarely saw a white face in Chinatown.  When she did meet an Anglo-
Australian who spoke to her in the street, Irene remembers being puzzled and 
wondering what the ‘bak gwai’ (foreign devil) was talking about.20 
 
Just as the borders of race and ethnicity were clearly marked in urban areas 
such as Sydney and Melbourne, they were also distinct in regional areas 
where the local community was predominantly Anglo-Australian and the 
Chinese population was very low.  Janis Wilton demonstrates this in her 
research on Chinese businesses in rural northern New South Wales.  Wilton 
contends that Chinese families depended on the local Anglo-Australian 
community for their social and economic survival.  Consequently, Chinese 
needed to gain the acceptance of the local community in which they lived, 
and were forced to assimilate to the Australian way of life as quickly as 
possible.21 
 
The borders of race and ethnicity were fixed and distinct in the Southern 
cities and regional areas, and appear to have been a stronghold of what 
Miriam Dixson calls the ‘Anglo-Celtic core culture’.22  It was a far different 
case in the tropical regions of North Australia however.  For within the 
multicultural environments of Darwin and Cairns, where children of various 
ethnic backgrounds (including Chinese, Japanese, Italians, Greeks, Germans, 
and Malays) grew up alongside each other, the borders of race and ethnicity 
were far more permeable.23 
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Although racial discrimination sometimes occurred in the regions of North 
Australia, race relations between Chinese and the Anglo-Australian community 
were generally harmonious.  Leslie Yuen remembers growing up in Darwin in 
the 1920s and 1930s.  He recalls Chinese and non-Chinese mixing easily, even 
joining in each other’s festivals.  When it came to Chinese New Year, he says, 
it didn’t matter what colour or creed you were as it was ‘an open invitation for 
everybody’.24 
 
Diana Giese argues that the significant contribution made by the Chinese to 
the development of the Northern Territory, was a determining factor in the 
degree to which the Chinese were accepted in the region.25  Cathie May 
makes a similar assertion regarding the Chinese in North Queensland.  May 
suggests that whereas Chinese experienced considerable discrimination in the 
South, in North Queensland they were tolerated and often highly regarded.  
The reason for this she argues, was that Chinese were seen to be vital to the 
region’s economy.26 
 
While pressure to assimilate to the Australian way of life existed throughout 
Australia, in polyethnic areas such as existed in North Australia, the borders of 
racial and ethnic difference were not so distinct.  Growing up alongside 
children from various ethnic backgrounds, being Chinese did not pose such an 
issue as it did for those living in areas that were predominantly white.  
Regional differences therefore, had a significant impact on the boundaries 
encountered by young Chinese Australians, and largely determined the 
measure with which they were accepted by the mainstream. 
 
The Border of Class 
In addition to the boundaries of regional difference that circumscribed the 
lives of Chinese Australian children growing up before the Second World War, 
were the borders of class difference.  While Chinese children born into 
wealthy merchant families gained access to education and other resources 
that were necessary to succeed in Australian life, the majority of Chinese 
children were born to parents from peasant backgrounds, who were poor and 
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had little or no education.27  Struggling to make a living, they lived in poor 
parts of the city or in remote areas, where schools often did not have 
adequate resources. 
 
In the 1920s and 1930s few regional areas had high schools.  Unless children 
were outstanding academically and were offered a scholarship, only wealthy 
families could afford to send their children away for further education.28  
Unless one lived in big cities therefore, it was difficult to gain higher 
education.  Even in urban areas however, few Chinese children continued 
their education beyond secondary level. 
 
As Y.C. Choi shows in his work on the Chinese in Melbourne and Sydney, the 
majority of Chinese children during this period became locked into the same 
low-status occupations as their parents, such as fruit-growing, market-
gardening, store-keeping, cabinet-making and laundering.29  This was 
primarily due to the fact that it was it was almost impossible to find 
employment outside the Chinese community due to racial discrimination.30  It 
was only as racial discrimination decreased and access to higher education 
became more readily available after the War, that young Chinese Australians 
were able to break through the borders of class and gain upward social 
mobility.31 
 
The Border of Gender 
While the boundaries of race, ethnicity and class circumscribed the lives of all 
young Chinese Australians during the 1920s and 1930s, Chinese girls also 
encountered barriers relating to gender.  Although this was generally true of 
all girls growing up in Australia during this period, differentiation on the basis 
of gender was particularly strong within the Chinese community.  It would be 
true to say that the lives of all Chinese children were defined by obligations to 
parents and the needs of the family.  Nevertheless, boys tended to be 
favoured by Chinese parents and grandparents and received preferential 
treatment in terms of gaining an education, being allowed freedom of 
movement, and eventually inheriting parental property and assets.  Girls did 
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not experience the same freedom their brothers enjoyed and were generally 
expected to stay within the confines of the home or family business, and to 
be domesticated and subservient.  Girls were also expected to forego 
schooling if their help was needed in the family business.  For most Chinese 
families during this time, being able to attend school was considered a 
privilege – one that was unnecessary to give to girls who would one day 
marry out of the family.32 
 
Nellie Fong was born in 1916 in Darwin.  Remembering her childhood days 
Nellie recalls… 
Being a girl, you weren’t allowed to go anywhere.  You just 
stay at home and do what mum says and things like that…. At 
first, sister Toledo … was allowed to go to school with [my 
brother] Harry… Because he’s a boy.  Boys are very precious 
in those days and my father’s in his late 40s when he had 
Harry - and Selina was allowed to go to school with him.  And 
then it wasn’t until it was compulsory, they said, ‘No, you have 
to go to school until Year 9.’ And I was about six and that’s 
when I started school.  And dad died when I was only 11 and 
uncle said, ‘No, you and your sister got to come back and 
work.  Ten shillings a week.’33 
 
Responsibilities within the family and the need to help out in the family 
business often fell heavily on the older children in the family.  In cases where 
parents supported their sons in gaining an education, these responsibilities 
fell on the eldest girls.  Darwina Fong’s story is typical of many Chinese 
daughters during this period.  Although Darwina makes it clear that her 
parents did not ‘lay down the law’ regarding her discontinuing school, her 
story highlights the difficulties many Chinese girls experienced in relation to 
continuing schooling … 
Interviewer: Because you were the eldest girl, did you have 
special responsibilities in the family? 
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Darwina Fong: No, Mum never laid down the law that I have 
to do this or that. When I see her working so hard in such a 
big family and then I was so behind with the other children at 
school, eleven or twelve year old children going to high school 
in Adelaide and I feel ashamed, you know. And my marks 
wasn’t brilliant because I was so behind with my study, work 
in the cafe, and Mum and Dad didn’t help me with my 
homework and I didn’t have any older people to help me.  
Interviewer: There probably wasn’t any time. 
Darwina Fong: No, no, but, you know, you have older brother 
help you with the schoolwork and I didn’t have that.  I was 
the eldest girl and, you see, my mother … is carrying baby on 
her back, cooking, you know. Oh, she work hard… When I 
was fifteen I was grade 7 and I just give up school then. I 
didn’t go to high school. 
Interviewer: So you could work full-time in the cafe? 
Darwina Fong: Yes …(-)… she [Mum] is depending on me to 
do so much … looking after the cafe when the cafe is open.  
When the cafe is shut I am bathing the little ones, wash their 
clothes – you know, Jill of all trades sort of thing… So that 
was how it was…34 
 
Younger siblings were sometimes more fortunate in this respect for if older 
brothers and sisters were helping out in the business, parents were 
sometimes in a better position and more supportive of younger children 
continuing their education, even if they were girls.  Lilyan Chan, who grew up 
in Darwin, was the youngest child in the family and remembers being spoilt 
by her mother.  Lilyan recalls having much more freedom than her older 
brothers and sisters.  Whereas they were expected to help out in the family 
business and do domestic chores, few expectations were imposed on Lilyan 
and she was allowed to do virtually anything she liked.35 
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In some cases mothers encouraged their daughters to gain an education, 
regretting not having had the opportunity themselves.  Roma Leong See, who 
grew up in North Queensland recalls …  
Mum, she wanted the girls to have as much as the boys…. 
She never had much education at all – maybe only about six 
months when she was young.  So that’s the reason why she 
could not read or write.  She could just sign her name.  So 
therefore she wanted us to have as much education as 
possible.36 
 
Although Roma was encouraged to gain an education, she was only able to 
complete Grade 10 due to wartime conditions.  This was the case for many 
children in Northern Australia, as schools closed down and families were 
evacuated due to fear of invasion by the Japanese.37 
 
The experiences of young Chinese Australians differed from family to family, 
and even within families, in terms of parental expectations, access to 
education, and subsequent life opportunities.  While the lives of all Chinese 
children were circumscribed by these, girls encountered additional barriers 
due to the borders of gender. 
 
The Gatekeepers 
Related to the concept of boundaries and border-crossing are issues such as 
closure and access.  For where domains and boundaries exist, one inevitably 
finds border-patrols, here referred to as gatekeepers.38  Strategically 
positioned between the borders of the Chinese and mainstream Australian 
cultural domains, gatekeepers controlled access into and out of their 
particular domain. 
 
During the 1920s and 1930s, government authorities were the primary 
gatekeepers of the Australian frontier.  Through the administration of the 
White Australia Policy the government sought to restrict Chinese immigration 
and thereby prevent the establishment of Chinese families in Australia.39  
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While Chinese learnt ways of circumventing these restrictions40 and families 
did become established in Australia, family members born outside of Australia 
were often in a precarious position.41  This involved both parents and 
children. 
 
Raymond Chin was born in Toishan, Guangdong province, in 1923.  Ray, his 
brother Eric, and their mother, Sue Wah Chin, arrived in Darwin in 1928 to 
join Ray’s father.  Although Ray’s father was born in Australia and his 
grandfather was a well-known businessman in Darwin, Ray and his brother 
could only gain entry to Australia on a student visa.  After five years 
therefore, Ray and Eric had to return to China, accompanied by their mother.  
After war broke out in China in 1937, it took twelve months before they were 
granted visas to return to Darwin.42  Ray Chin’s experience illustrates the 
difficulties encountered by many Chinese families in keeping their families 
together.  By-passing bureaucratic gatekeepers was no mean feat. 
 
Educational authorities also served as gatekeepers of the Anglo-Australian 
domain.  However, whereas immigration authorities sought to exclude 
Chinese from establishing themselves in Australia, education authorities 
believed that Chinese children should be assimilated as quickly as possible.  
Eddie Quong talks about the pressure Chinese were under to assimilate 
during the years of the White Australia Policy… 
… we weren’t allowed to … have Chinese schools to teach 
children because in those days the authorities … discouraged 
the schooling of children in their own language, discouraged 
their practices and you had to become part and parcel of the 
country you accepted … of course [retaining ones heritage] is 
officially sanctioned now, but in those days … it was 
absolutely unforgivable.43  
 
Schoolteachers enforced this ideology by making the speaking of English 
compulsory in the classroom and physically punishing those who spoke 
Chinese.  By attending school Chinese children were exposed to Anglo-
 12
Australian belief systems and initiated into the Australian way of life.  While 
schools provided a means of access into the mainstream, they were also often 
the place where Chinese children felt most excluded.  For inasmuch as the 
classroom and school playground were the sites within which Chinese children 
had the most contact with Anglo-Australians, it was here that Chinese children 
experienced difference most keenly.  Frequently teased and harassed on 
account of their physical appearance, Chinese children tried to blend in as 
much as possible and quickly adapted to the Australian lifestyle. 
  
While pressure to assimilate was a vital issue for Chinese children at school, 
maintaining Chinese traditions and values was emphasised at home.  In the 
1920s and early 1930s parents frequently sent their children to China for 
Chinese education.  This was seen as one way of preserving their Chinese 
heritage.  Those who could not afford to educate all their children in China 
often sent at least the eldest son or sons.  This practice became increasingly 
difficult in the late 1930’s as conditions in China worsened and Australian 
authorities clamped down on Chinese immigration.44  As Chinese support 
systems in Australia also flagged due to the decline of the Chinese 
population,45 the boundaries of the Chinese domain became less distinct while 
the pull of the Australian domain became even stronger. 
 
Nonetheless, the maintenance and transmission of Chinese traditions and 
values continued to take place within the Chinese home, where the role of 
gatekeeping lay primarily on the shoulders of parents and grandparents.  
Emphasis was placed on working hard, showing respect for elders, and 
fulfilling one’s duty to the family.  However, due to fathers and grandfathers 
working long hours and often being away from the home, it was usually the 
older women in the family who fulfilled this role.  For those whose mothers or 
grandmothers could not speak English it was necessary to speak Chinese in 
order to communicate.  Cooking Chinese food, using Chinese herbs and 
medicines, keeping a family shrine, visiting the Chinese temple, and hearing 
stories recounted of what it was like in China, were all ways in which children 
gained an appreciation of their Chinese heritage. 
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Many parents, however, understood that the future success of their children 
lay in assimilating into the mainstream.46  Whilst at home Chinese children 
were expected to maintain Chinese traditions and values, outside the home 
they were often encouraged to accommodate to the Australian way of life.  
Through the necessary to-ing and fro-ing between Chinese and mainstream 
domains, Chinese children gradually learnt how to function in two different 
worlds. 
 
Negotiating the Borders 
While the borders of class and gender were difficult for Chinese children to 
permeate due to the constraints of the home environment, learning to 
negotiate the borders of race and ethnicity was mandatory in order to be able 
function in the public domain.  Although it was difficult to destroy the barriers 
they encountered in their daily lives, young Chinese Australians persistently 
‘chipped away’ at the perimeters of the borders that circumscribed their lives.  
As they matured they developed strategies for negotiating these borders and 
became adept at crossing back and forth between Chinese and mainstream 
cultural domains. 
 
A number of factors assisted this process.  At school, faced with the borders 
of difference and alterity, Chinese children tried to fit in with their Anglo-
Australian peers.  Enjoying the same pastimes as non-Chinese children, they 
went to dances, joined tennis and swimming clubs, became Scouts, and 
attended Sunday school.47  By proving themselves to be as good as their 
peers academically, musically, or in sports, young Chinese Australians sought 
respect and acceptance. 
 
William Lee Long was born in 1912 in Atherton, North Queensland.   William 
describes how excelling at sport was the passport to acceptance in the 
community in which he grew up… 
We were lucky because the family were all fairly clever and 
we were all pretty good at sports…. In the Australian way of 
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life, of course, sport is a great leveller.  I think that was the 
passport then…. Well, in those days, there were cricket and 
football.  You always played football.  And if you were good at 
football or were a good runner in athletics – well, then. You 
got on pretty well everywhere.  You always had plenty of 
mates…. And at school if you were pretty good at school – 
well, the teachers gave you respect.48 
 
Dealing with non-Chinese outside the home also equipped young Chinese 
Australians with the skills necessary for cultural border-crossing.  Working in 
the family business, for instance, children had frequent contact with people 
from other ethnic backgrounds, including Anglo-Australians, Greeks, Italians, 
and Indigenous people in the community.  In families where parents could 
not speak good English, children also assisted as translators and go-betweens 
with lawyers, bankers, and government authorities.  In this way Chinese 
children learnt how to relate to people in the wider Australian community and 
acted as facilitators for parents when in the mainstream cultural domain. 
 
Trips between Australia and China were also significant in equipping Chinese 
children with the skills to negotiate the borders of cultural difference.  In 
going to China, Australian-born Chinese children were forced to adapt to a 
completely different environment.  Although they could speak Chinese they 
often lacked fluency and took time to become proficient in reading and 
writing Chinese characters.  They also encountered vastly different lifestyles 
to what they were accustomed to in Australia, experiencing the contrasts of 
fast, sophisticated cities like Hong Kong and Shanghai, as well as the poverty 
of primitive, rural villages in Southern China.  Attending school in China was 
also a new experience.   
 
Albert Chan was born in Darwin in 1915.  At the age of thirteen he was sent 
to China for a Chinese education.  Albert’s story is a fascinating one and 
illustrates what it was like for young Chinese Australians going to China.  
Albert recalls that the Pui Ching Academy he attended in Guangchou was a 
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great deal larger than the Australian school he had attended, and had much 
better resources.  Albert was placed in a special class for overseas-born 
Chinese children who came from all over the world.  Since none of these 
children spoke Chinese very well, they spoke to each other in English.  Albert 
was considered an outsider by the local Chinese, and recalls being laughed at 
when he spoke Cantonese… 
… You can say something and then everybody laugh, and you 
turn around - ‘Now what did I say wrong?’ – you see.  And 
they used to say ‘Ah that’s a fung gwee doy’…. Like ‘He is 
more like a barbarian’…. They used to call us the ‘bloody 
kangaroos’.49 
 
Arriving back in Australia several years later, it took time for children like 
Albert, to readjust to the Australian way of life.  Many forgot how to speak 
English during their time away.  Roma Leong See returned to North 
Queensland from China in 1933 at the age of nine.  Because she could not 
speak English she was placed in the Grade One class – an experience she 
found very embarrassing.50  When Darwina Fong returned to Darwin from 
China in the mid-1930s she was also placed in the Grade One class.  Unable 
to speak English, she was punished for not understanding the teacher’s 
instructions… 
… And I remember this one teacher … whacked me with a 
ruler because I couldn’t comprehend what she was telling me 
because I was eight or nine years and the other kids are five 
years old when they normally begin their schooling…. [S]he 
just tell me something and I didn’t understand so she 
whacked me…. I didn’t know what she was talking about you 
know.  But, anyway, I started to read a lot and listen to the 
older people, and pick up things…. [I]mproved that way, you 
know…51 
 
For Chinese children, being unable to speak English magnified their sense of 
alterity, distancing them from their non-Chinese peers.  Perceiving being 
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Chinese as a handicap when growing up in White Australia, young Chinese 
Australians tried to adapt and fit in as quickly and smoothly as possible.52  
Although this process was not simple, learning to negotiate the borders of 
cultural difference through trips between Australia and China, and inter-
relations with non-Chinese outside the home, Chinese children acquired an 
invaluable life skill that stood them in good stead. 
 
Developing a Sense of Identity 
It is not possible given the limited scope of this paper, to discuss the full 
complexities of identity formation amongst young Chinese Australians in the 
1920s and 1930s.  However a brief discussion of how issues facing young 
Chinese Australians impacted on the formation of their identities is pertinent 
here. 
 
Inasmuch as trips between Australia and China necessitated negotiation of 
the borders of difference and alterity, for example, they also contributed to 
the developing sense of identity of young Chinese Australians.  Staying with 
relatives in China and acquiring a Chinese education gave children the 
opportunity to become proficient in the Chinese language and to appreciate 
Chinese traditions and values.  This contributed to their sense of identity as 
Chinese.  Ironically, however, as a result of experiencing reverse 
discrimination in China, children also gained a stronger sense of being 
distinctly Australian.  For while their physical appearance was not a marker of 
difference in China, due to being Chinese by race, the fact that young Chinese 
Australians spoke with an accent and dressed differently from the local 
Chinese, marked them out as foreigners and ‘barbarians’.53  Despite gaining 
an appreciation of their Chinese heritage therefore, Chinese Australian 
children often experienced an increased sense of belonging to Australia.  
Consequently they began to see themselves as a unique blend, in which being 
Chinese and being Australian were equally important. 
 
Those who did not have the experience of living in China were still aware of 
their Chinese heritage, as they had been taught this at home.  Generally 
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speaking however, they did not feel any spiritual connection with China 
because they had never been there.  Although Lily Ah Toy’s brothers were 
sent back to China for an education she remained with her family in Pine 
Creek in the Northern Territory.  When asked about being Australian and 
whether she ever intended ‘going back’ to China, Lily says this… 
… I’m born here [Australia], I know no other way to live; this 
is my home…. I don’t know China at all so why should I want 
to go back?54 
 
Lily Ah Toy’s sense of belonging to Australia reflects that of many Chinese 
Australians, who appreciate their Chinese heritage, yet feel they are Australian 
and consider Australia home. 
 
The birthplace of one’s parents (ie China or Australia) and how strong an 
emphasis was placed on maintaining Chinese language and traditions also 
impacted on the identities of young Chinese Australians.  Families in which at 
least one parent was born in China, tended to enforce the use of Chinese 
language, customs and values within the home.  Chinese matriarchs played a 
key role in this regard, ensuring the continuation of Chinese practices and 
traditions from one generation to the next.  In families where both parents 
were born in Australia, especially if there was no strong matriarchal figure, the 
maintenance of Chinese traditions and Chinese language tended to diminish. 
This had a significant impact on the extent to which young Chinese Australians 
identified with being Chinese and/or Australian. 
 
In the process of crossing the borders that lay between the Chinese domain 
and the mainstream, the identities of young Chinese Australians growing up in 
the 1920s and 1930s gradually emerged.  For in learning to negotiate these 
borders, and being able to function in different cultural spheres, they were 
able to hold and merge partial and multiple identifications simultaneously.55 
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The comments of D.G. Bo Liu reflect the views of many Chinese Australians 
who grew up in the 1920s and 1930s… 
… our family has a background of both Western and Chinese 
customs and outlook, and we respect both.  Now, I suppose 
like myself, although I have this Chinese knowledge and 
background from my father mostly, and other things I’ve 
learnt, we are really Australians. There’s no doubt about 
that…. Being Australian means that, well, Australia’s your 
country. It’s the country you live in. It’s the country you love. 
But you don’t forget your heritage, and we feel pleased that 
we have that…56 
 
From this new hybrid cultural space, in which the best of both cultural worlds 
could be merged and enjoyed,57 young Chinese Australians not only gained 
access into the mainstream but even started changing it!
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